The purpose of this study is to identify the extent to which ethical climate, leader-member exchange, and role clarity can be employed as business levers in internal marketing; the relationships among them are investigated using a conceptual model based on the hierarchy of effects model. From several major life insurance firms in Taiwan, 644 life insurance salespeople formed the basis of the empirical analysis in this study. Ethical climate is not only a feasible business practice for implementing internal marketing but also a basis for other managerial activities concerning internal marketing. Managerial activities arousing salespeople's perceptions of ethical climate, leader-member exchange, and role clarity may be useful in enhancing their job satisfaction, and in strengthening the organizational identification and organizational commitment of their salespeople. This study extends the internal marketing literature both by applying the principles of the hierarchy of effects model to internal marketing, and by examining the effects of ethical climate, leader-member exchange, and role clarity on job outcomes within such a context.
Introduction
The concept of internal marketing is particularly applicable to service industries (Cooper & Cronin, 2000) . A successful service company has a competitive advantage regarding external customers, partly because it has a competitive advantage concerning its internal customers, namely its employees. By treating employees as internal customers and satisfying their needs, employees gain organizational benefits that can encourage them to meet organizational marketing objectives, leading to the development of a more customer-conscious, market-oriented, and sales-minded workforce, thereby enhancing the organization. This places the firm in a superior position to deliver high-quality service, satisfying external customers and strengthening its competitive position (Papasolomou & Vrontis, 2006) . The life insurance industry is an apt example of a service-intensive sector. Life insurance policies are complex and thus difficult for prospective policy holders to understand (Taek Yi et al., 2012) . Therefore, policyholders rely heavily on salespeople for relevant information, entailing intensive interactions between the two parties (Schlager et al., 2011) . Life insurance salespeople can be among the most crucial determinants of service quality and customer satisfaction, and in turn, the financial performance of life insurance companies. By implementing internal marketing, life insurance companies expect to develop salespeople who are further qualified and eager to provide a higher level of service quality. This further implies that a steep information asymmetry may be exploited by salespeople and should be addressed by internal marketing. In the internal marketing process, it is critical that managers act to change employee attitudes and behaviors.
Researchers have expanded the internal marketing concept by incorporating more variables. Researchers have also proposed general models of internal marketing, in which the categories and types of relevant variables and the causal relationships between them are theoretically systemized. For example, King and Grace (2010) proposed and tested a model of employee-based brand equity (EBBE) that is essentially a model of internal marketing. One difficulty of building a general model of internal marketing is that we can always incorporate more variables into such a general model. Another difficulty lies in the complexity of the causal relationships between variables. The causal relationships may exist between different dimensions of internal marketing, and between variables belonging to the same dimension. Because the possible relationships between and within dimensions of internal marketing are numerous, a complete and comprehensive illustration of them is not possible. This impossibility explains why there is here is no universally accepted and adopted internal marketing program (Papasolomou & Vrontis, 2006) . Therefore, instead of proposing such a general model, the author proposes a conceptual model based on the hierarchy of effects model (Lavidge, 1961) . The hierarchy of effects model describes a process of purchasing that customers go through a series of steps that begins with awareness of product and results in buying behavior (Grover & Vriens, 2006) . Thus, it is used more as a principle than a general model and is flexible enough for marketing managers to develop their unique promotion strategy.
The conceptual model of the current study is based on the hierarchy of effects model that was originally applied to external marketing. To the best of the author's knowledge, this is the first time a conceptual model of internal marketing based on the hierarchy of effects model is presented. The conceptual model of the current study should be viewed as one possible example for crystallizing the hierarchy of effects model within the context of internal marketing. This approach is sufficiently flexible to allow firms and researchers to develop their own suitable internal marketing approaches or models by incorporating appropriate variables. In the conceptual model based on the hierarchy of effects model, the current study expands internal marketing research by including several variables that have seldom been included in studies involving salespeople. These variables are leader-member exchange (LMX), ethical climate (EC), role clarity (RC), and organizational identification (OI). Several proposed relationships that have not been fully explored in previous studies are evaluated, including the relationship between EC and OI and that between RC and OI. On the one hand, the extent to which EC, LMX, and RC can be employed as business levers in internal marketing was evaluated following the hypotheses derived from the conceptual model. On the other hand, the empirical findings about the conceptual can be used to test the validity of applying the hierarchy of effects model to internal marketing.
The empirical findings of the current study confirm the the validity of applying the hierarchy of effects model to internal marketing. Thus, the roles played by EC, LMX, RC, and OI within the context of internal marketing can be illustrated in our conceptual model. From these findings some practical suggestions can be derived for life insurance industry.
Conceptual Model Based on the Hierarchy of Effects Model
The conceptual model is based on the hierarchy of effects model (Lavidge, 1961) , which was originally applied to external marketing. Following this approach, disinterested consumers to do not instantaneously become convinced customers of a given firm. Potential customers progress through a series of steps in which they learn about a product through marketing, subsequently forming feelings regarding the product in question and finally making their purchase decision. This process is assumed to comprise three stages: the cognitive dimension, affective dimension, and conative dimension (Pérez & del Bosque, 2014) . Marketing managers use a set of managerial activities to convey their messages to target audiences in order to create a positive influence on customer thoughts and beliefs, invoke customer interest and desire, and elicit the targeted customer behavior (Clow & Baack, 2007) .
Generally, internal marketing refers to a set of managerial activities that begin with creating a positive influence on employee thoughts and beliefs by applying marketing strategies to employees, resulting in positive effects on employee behavior and positive organizational outcomes such as high service quality (Lings & Greenley, 2005) . The process of internal marketing is similar to that of external marketing. Therefore, we apply the hierarchy of effects model to internal marketing in this study.
The conceptual model of the current study consists of the relationships among LMX, EC, RC, job satisfaction (JS), OI, and organizational commitment (OC) regarding life insurance salespeople (Figure 1) . EC, LMX, and RC act as cognitive variables directly resulting from managerial activities. EC dictates a firm's ethical values and the behaviors that are expected, supported, and rewarded, referring to how the organization shapes the routine behaviors of its members (Schwepker, 2001) . In other words, EC can influence the thoughts, beliefs, behavioral intentions, and behaviors of individuals in an organization. Incorporating EC into internal marketing provides managers with an additional means of improving internal marketing outcomes and forms the basis of other internal marketing levers. Therefore, we assume that EC is more fundamental than other cognitive variables, as shown in Figure 1 .
The relationships between cognitive variables and the expected behavioral intention or actions of employees have not consistently been significantly supported by the empirical findings of previous studies, even if these relationships have been theoretically well founded. Therefore, between the cognitive and conative variables, we introduce the affective variables as mediators. The affective variables refer to the affective responses of employees to the internal marketing activities of managers, acting as the antecedents of the conative variables. JS is likely the most frequently investigated affective variable in the domain of internal marketing (Ahmed & Rqfig, 2003; King & Grace, 2010) . OI and OC are viewed as conative variables. The effects of EC on them are more likely to be mediated by other variables. LMX and RC act as independent internal marketing practices that are positively related to JS, which in turn positively influences employee OC and OI. JS mediates the effects of EC, LMX, and RC on OI and OC. 
LMX
To specify the extent to which LMX can be employed as an internal marketing practice, three hypotheses regarding its effects on other variables are proposed. LMX evolved from social exchange theory (Blau, 1964) and the norm of reciprocity (Homans, 1958) . Social exchanges occur only when two parties must each give and receive something (DeConinck, 2011b) . Over time, norms of reciprocity develop, governing the exchanges between the parties (Blau 1964; Homans, 1958) . In high-quality LMX, the leader provides substantial support and resources to the subordinate. The subordinate is thus obligated to reciprocate affectively, intentionally, or behaviorally.
High-quality LMX also endows employees with positive social-emotional experiences, which are positively associated with JS (Volmer et al., 2011) . In the process of social exchange, the perception of oneness with or belongingness in an organization (i.e., OI) (Loi et al., 2014) and the psychological bond of the employee with the organization (i.e., OC) (Joo 2010; Porter et al., 1974) are enhanced. Therefore, we propose the following hypotheses:
H6: The quality of LMX is positively associated with JS.
H7:
The quality of LMX is positively associated with OI.
H8:
The quality of LMX is positively associated with OC.
RC
For specifying the extent to which RC can be employed as an internal marketing practice, three hypotheses regarding its effects on other variables are proposed. Empirical findings on the relationship between RC and JS have been mixed (Van Sell et al., 1981) . To our knowledge, no study has examined the relationship between RC and OI. Furthermore, prior studies have supported the contention that decreased RC results in lower OC (Dubinsky & Hartley, 1986) .
Employees experience RC when they are sure of what is expected from them in certain employment situations. In the absence of RC, employees experience role stress. Studies have generally indicated that the influence of role stress on job outcomes is negative (Boshoff & Mels, 1995) . Therefore, we can infer that the influence of RC on most job outcomes is positive. Positive effects of RC on JS, OI, and OC are assumed for this reason.
H9: RC positively affects JS.

H10: RC positively affects OI.
H11: RC positively affects OC.
JS
According our conceptual model, JS acts as an affective variable that has direct effects on conative variables and mediates the relationships between cognitive variables and conative variables. Here, JS is selected because it is likely the most frequently investigated precursor to positive employee behavioral intentions and subsequent behaviors (Van Dick et al., 2004) . The direct effects of JS on conative variables are the necessary condition of its mediating effects. Therefore, only hypotheses regarding direct effects are presented herein.
JS is an antecedent of OI (De Moura et al., 2009 ). Furthermore, a positive association between JS and OC has been identified in previous studies (Johnston et al., 1990; Porter et al., 1974) . Although the causal direction is ambiguous (Jernigan et al., 2002) , there is strong evidence that OC is a consequence variable of JS, contrasting with the concept that JS is a consequence variable of OC (Schwepker, 2001) . Therefore, two hypotheses regarding the effects of JS on conative variables are proposed as follows:
H12: JS positively affects OI.
H13: JS positively affects OC.
3.5 OI OC and OI are highly correlated but distinct variables (Riketta, 2005) . Bedeian (2007) indicated that OI is an antecedent of OC. Meyer et al. (2006) further suggested that OC mediates the effects of OI on employee behavioral intention and outcome. Therefore, final hypothesis is proposed as follows:
H14: OI positively affects OC.
Questionnaire Design and Data Collection
A composite questionnaire composed of seven sections was created for the current study. In section 1, the seven-item scale developed by Scandura et al. (1986) was used to measure LMX. Items LMX2, LMX3, and LMX6 were excluded to improve model conformity because of high modification indices (M.I.) par change value. In section 2, EC was measured using Schwepker's (2001) seven-item scale, which has been widely applied in previous studies. Items EC1 and EC7 were excluded because their standardized regression weights are lower than 0.5 (Fornell & Larcker, 1981) . In section 3, RC was measured using the six-item scale developed by Low et al. (2001) . Items RC1, RC5, and RC6 were excluded because of high M.I. par change value. In section 4, we applied the five-item scale developed by King & Grace (2010) to measure JS. Items JS4 and JS5 were excluded because of high M.I. par change value. In section 5, OC was measured using the scale developed by Allen & Meyer (1990) . Items OC4, OC5, OC6, OC7, and OC8 were excluded because of high M.I. par change value. In section 6, the six-item scale developed by Mael & Ashforth (1992) was used to measure OI. Items OI4, OI5, and OI6 were excluded because of high M.I. par change value. Responses to items in the aforementioned six sections were measured on a 7-point Likert scale anchored at 1 (strongly disagree) and 7 (strongly agree). Demographic questions were included in section 7.
A considerable number of studies have suggested that common method variance influences measures applied in a given field and the relationships between these measures (Podsakoff et al., 2003) . If the items are ambiguous, respondents may respond systematically by using their own heuristic or may respond randomly (Podsakoff et al., 2003) . For reducing item ambiguity and controlling common method variance, every point on the response scale was labeled (Krosnick, 1991) . In addition, we introduced a proximal separation between the measurements of predictor and criterion variables by randomly positioning measures of the same construct apart from each other (Weijters et al., 2009 ). This proximal separation could prevent the respondents from using their prior responses to answer subsequent questions, thereby reducing common method variance (Podsakoff et al., 2003) .
To test the proposed model and related hypotheses, data were collected by surveying life insurance salespeople working for major life insurance companies in Taiwan. These salespeople were responsible for selling insurance policies through direct selling. We telephoned potential participating organizations to determine the managers' willingness to participate in this study. Sales managers, to whom questionnaires were sent, were asked to distribute copies of the survey to their sales teams. Respondents were asked to send completed surveys in a sealed envelope directly to the researcher to keep them anonymous. A total of 800 survey instruments were distributed and 653 were returned; nine were discarded because of missing data. Therefore, 644 life insurance salespeople from several major life insurance firms in Taiwan formed the basis of the empirical analysis in this study. The majority of respondents are female (67.9%) and younger than 40 years old (63%). More than half (57.2%) of the respondents have sales experience of less than 6 years, while 30.6% of them have more than 9 years of experience.
Data Analysis and Results
Internal consistency, construct reliability, convergent validity, and discriminant validity were evaluated through confirmatory factor analysis of all data collected. As indicated in Table 1 , all values of Cronbach's α were between 0.854 and 0.924, exceeding the threshold of 0.7, indicating adequate internal consistency. All values of composite reliability (CR) indices were between 0.855 and 0.926, higher than the threshold of 0.6, indicating a favorable level of construct reliability. All values of average variance extracted (AVE) were between 0.663 and 0.768, higher than the threshold of 0.5. All estimated regression weights of items for the latent variables were significant at the 0.001 level and over the threshold of 0.5. Therefore, the measurement scales showed strong convergent validity. The procedure proposed by Torkzadeh et al. (2003) and Fornell & Larcker (1981) was employed to determine discriminant validity. Discriminant validity is achieved when the value of 1 is not included in the confidence interval (Bagozzi & Phillips, 1982) . The results of Table 2 showed that the value of 1 was clearly not included in any computed confidence interval, supporting the discriminate validity of all constructs.
For detecting common method variance, the unmeasured latent method construct (ULMC) technique was applied. The congeneric model, which has a better model fit than that of the noncongeneric model, was compared with the constrained model. If the congeneric model was nonsignificantly different from the constrained model (ΔX 2 =20.363, ΔDF=15, P=0.158), this indicated that there was no evidence of common method variance (Podsakoff et al., 2012) . 
Note:
The p values are shown above the diagonal. The coefficient coefficients and their respective 95% confidence intervals are illustrated beneath the diagonal.
To access the overall model conformity, a set of fit indices were applied, as reported in Table 3 . The model chi square (X 2 ) reached a statistically significant level. This may have been because of the sample size (Jöreskog & Sörbom, 1993) . Carmines & McIver (1981) suggested using the normed chi square (X2/DF) to address the sensitivity of the X 2 statistic. The value of X2/DF was 3.672, under the recommended tolerance threshold of 5 (Bollen, 1989) . CFI = 0.959, SRMR = 0.045, and RMSEA = 0.065, indicating reasonable model fit. has strong direct effect on LMX and RC, which are assumed to be lower-ranking cognitive variables that are directly associated with internal marketing consequences. Although EC has no significant direct effect on JS, its total effect is greater than that of RC, which significantly affects JS. EC has a stronger influence on OI compared with other antecedents. In addition, the direct effect of EC on OI is stronger than the sum of the indirect effects of EC on OI. These findings imply that OI of life insurance salespeople is primarily influenced by EC. Among the five antecedents of OC, the total effect of EC is lower than that of LMX only, although EC has no significant direct effect on OC. These findings confirm that EC is a basis for managerial activities concerning internal marketing. Based on these findings, this study evidences a crucial link between EC and internal marketing.
It is also critical that the empirical findings of this study support the validity of applying the hierarchy of effects model to internal marketing. All hypothesized total effects (i.e., regression weights) in the conceptual model are significant at the 0.05 level. Furthermore, all mediating effects of JS on the paths LMX->OI, LMX->OC, RC->OI, RC->OC, EC->OI, and EC->OC were confirmed in the empirical analysis. These findings are consistent with the theoretical implications based on the hierarchy of effects model, according to which the conative outcomes of internal marketing may not be directly influenced by cognitive variables. JS, which belongs to the affective dimension, appears to act as a mediator between the cognitive and conative variables.
The findings of this study may provide useful suggestions for financial service industries and life insurance companies. The present study indicates that the life insurance industry, and possibly the financial service industry, should focus on the influence of managerial activities on salespeople's affective responses such as JS. JS represents a crucial link between salespeople's perceptions of managerial activities and their behavioral intentions and actions. For life insurance companies, which operate in a fiercely competitive service-intensive industry, a critical competitive advantage is gained by retaining satisfied salespeople who will deliver high-quality service.
Financial products are intangibles. Among them, life insurance policies are relatively complicated, and it is often difficult for prospective clients to understand the content of life insurance policies. Compared with average policyholders, life insurance salespeople have abundant expertise regarding their products. The existence of a steep asymmetry leads to policyholders' heavy reliance on salespeople. The life insurance salespeople are in an advantageous position relative to their policyholders; this advantageous position may be exploited either by companies or individual salespeople. Similar situations are frequently found in other financial service industries (Taek Yi et al., 2012) . Moreover, salespeople' jobs are highly demanding because of their intensive interactions with policyholders. With pressure to missell products to customers, owing to firm requirements, salespeople may have less JS because of job stress.
Our findings indicate that EC may play a fundamental role in the internal marketing process. Emphasizing EC in internal marketing could improve ethical values in the life insurance industry and enhance life insurance salespeople' OI and OC; LMX and RC could play a complementary role in this regard. Managerial activities leading to EC, RC, and LMX, which may reduce the pressure of misselling and job stress, appear to be practical approaches for increasing salespeople's JS.
Such a process is effective according to the conceptual model proposed in the present study, which is sufficiently flexible for life insurance companies, or companies in general, to incorporate other managerial activities and develop their own internal marketing approach. Therefore, a customized approach toward internal marketing could be developed for individual companies and industries by incorporating different managerial activities. Furthermore, future research could explore other conative outcomes such as organizational citizenship behaviors (King, & Grace, 2010) and their relationships with cognitive and affective variables. Finally, we recommended applying the samples from firms in other industries to examine the stability of the findings.
